
WILDLIFE IN CONNECTICUT
 
ENDANGERED AND THREATENED SPECIES SERIES
 

LEATHERBACK 
SEA TURTLE 
Dermochelys coriacea ~ 

Habitat: Found near the edge of the continental sheR. 
In nonhern walers, n may enter shallow estuarine beys. 

Weight: 650-1,200 pounds. 
Length: 5-6 feet; record is 9 feet. Ripper span is 
enormous, about 9 feet on a 7-foal tunle. 

Identification: The leath8lbadc has a smooth shell 
covered wnh skin and lacking horny scutes (plates). The 
dark brown to black carapace (tcp shell) is elongated 
and triangular, and divided by 710ngnudinal keels 
(ridged scales). Irregular patches of wMe may appear 
almost anywhere; WMll is predominant on the plastron 
(bollom shell). The black limbs are paddle-like and 
clawless. Young leathllrbacks are black, wnh more 
conspicuous whne markings than adults. 

Life E1pectaDc). Actual documentation of age is 
rare. lifespan is estimated to be 50 years or more. 

Food: MainI)' jelJyfish, but also sea urcltins, crusta
ceans, squid. fish and fIoaIing saaweed. 
Status:" Fed.,,", III'1d statll endangered. 

Bange: This highly migratory tunle can be found in the 
tropical Atlantic. Pacilic and Indian Oceans and the 
lIIediIerranean Sea from as far nonh as the British Isles 
t:l as far soutfl as Australia. In the Unned Stales, the 
species nests mainly along the Florida coast, but nesting 
has been docuillllnted as far nonh as Nonh Carolina. 

Reproduction: Lealherbacks mate offshore in 
shallow _ers near the nesting area. The females dig 
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":'th~irflllsk~sh~ n_sis at night on slopi"gsancly .. ' '.....Thele~!I;!.~ai:k'spr~~iclns,!~d ~lre~mli~e<l~.h"P"~~,;,~... ".: .. 
;~biaches'backed by vegetation;' Sixclutc/.1!tScan be laid advantag80usJor~~lstan08swlm'1',ng.,••. ·c:,:,·;t:':'S-f ,/'!",-.0'. 

::$", a sMsci'n; Withallk1ay period betwe8n nesting. -The ;-"AIthaugtiturtres'dO'nOt'hal/ele8th; this sPecies has a "~'.' '. ;;:';;:"'. 
femliles may rel1est up to 7 mUes from the first nest. An' well-defined projection on each side of the upper jaw. .'. : • c,",. 

. al/erage clutch contains 80 to 85 eggs and incubation The jaw is used to hold and cut solt-bodied prey Oelly- , ....., .... 
takes from ,55 to 74 days•.~ 3cLnch hatchlings emerge fish). The mouth and esophagus are lined With long, Ii":"'" 
at night and head toward the oc:ean. The turtles reach backward-projectfng spines that help the turtles swallow 
sexual maturity 1II6 to 10.years of.age; the femliles nest jellyfish. The leatherback can el/en eat the Portuguese 
el/ery second.or third year., '. . man-of-war jellyfIShwhos!, polsol)DUS nematocysts _'. ' • 

. BeaIIon'lor Decliiie: .leatherback turtle populations (stinging organs) are dangerous to humans. .... -" 
have historicaJlydeclined due to al/erhaflle~in~ for food, The species has the extraordinary abilityto maintain a 
fish bait and turtle products. They are also IImtted by warm body temperature in cold water. Although this 
deaths from oil spills, entanglements in lobster pots, adaptation is not necessary for leatherbacks to live in 
beach traffic, predation and nest flooding. Baat propel- tropical waters, ~ enables the turtle to survive in temper-
Iers, which olten inflid serious wounds to sea turtles, ate and cold-temperate Iat~udes. Leatherbacks are 
have been responsible for many turtle deaths. Commer- pelagic (live in the open ocean) excepl when nesting on 
cial fishing and shrim~ing actiwies olten ~use turtles to tropiclil and subtropical beaches. They s~m to follow 
drown or become mutilated or entan~led In nets. . jellyfISh migratory patterns. seasonally mOl/lngnorth 
Fortu~ately, by 19~, federal regulal!ons wUl requlret~at . along the Atlantic coast as far as Canada, then inshore 
all shnmp trawlers In the Gu~ of MeXICO and the Atlantic and back south in autumn through the bays and sounds 
Ocean use turtle excluder devices (TEDs) year round. of New England. They winter in the Gu~ of Mexico and 
Discarded plastic bags and wrappers, helium balloons along the Florida coast. 
and monofilament fishing line that end up in the ocean Protective Leli-slatiOD: Federa/- Endangered . 
can aiso be deadly to sea turtl~s, as well as to ot~er . Species Af;;t of 1973, CITES (Conl/ention an International 
marine life. Balloons and plastic bags, when floatIng In Trade in Endangered Species) Appendix I. Slate-
water, resemble the turtles' main prey, jellyfish. When Connecticut Generlil Statutes Sec. 26-311. 
turtles. mistakenly eat these ~ems or fishing line, their What You Can Do: You can help sea turtles by not 
digestIve system becomes blocked and they el/entulilly purchasing Uleglilturtle products, such as turtle leather 
die. Another factor.whIch affects sea t~rtle populatIOns and tortoiseshell ~ems, and by property disposing of or 
ISthe .presence of lights an beach nesting a~eas. After recycling plastic bags, fishing line and blilioans. In an 
hatchIng, the small hatchlings head for the light along the 1I0rtto help curb the problem of balloons in Lang Island 
horizon.and light reflected all the.surface of the.DCean. ;ound, Connecticut has passed legislation limiting 
Inland lights can confuse the" or/entatIOn. causIng the h rum balioan releases to no more than 9 in a 24-hour 
hatchlings to head inland rather than out to sea. e:m. With the help of a little wind. even balioans 
Nesting areas an Atlantic beaches are threatened by :'.::eased in Connecticut's inland areas can end up in the 
recreational and industrial d8\lelopment and beachfront Sound. . 

construction. Many sea turtles are tagged for research w~h metal or
 
ffistory in Connecticut: The leatherback may occur plastic markers. Tags are usually on the inside edge of
 
in concentrated numbers In the Northeast. Turtles are the front flippers; sometimes the rear flippers or the shell
 
frequently observed all Stonington and in Block Island may be tagged. If you obsarva a tagged turtle, do not
 
Sound dUring the summer months. remoye any tags unless the turtle is dead. Tag numbers
 
Interesting Facts: The leatherback is the mast shau!d be.r8lXl~ed to the address on the lag or to the 
ancient species of living sea turtle, as well as the largest Wildlife oll/lSlan s Nonhafllested Wlldlffe Program, 391 
and heaviest turtle in the world. Route 32, North Franklin. CT 06254, (203)642-7239. 
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